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Family Impact Lens

How Workforce Realities Impact Family 
Well-being Across the Lifespan

In April 2026, Washburn University convened a 
Family Impact Seminar focused on understanding 
the needs of our state’s workforce from the lens 
of family functioning and well-being. Importantly, 
the seminar focused on worker needs across 
the lifespan, from young adults with caregiving 
responsibilities to career advancement, aging, 
and retirement. Thirty-three (33) participants 
spanning policy, research, professional, and 
student perspectives contributed to this inaugural 
event. See our companion brief, “Introduction: 
What is the Family Impact Lens and How Can You 
Use It?” for details on the framework and seminar 
approach.
 
This brief presents insights from the seminar into 
how workplace policies and legislation impact 
family stability, relationships, and responsibilities, 
and offers actionable steps to support more 
family-friendly workplaces.

Expanding Our View:  
Workforce Needs Across the Lifespan 
and for Varying Family Structures

A worker brings more than just themselves to 
their role. Whether single or supporting a family, 
becoming a new parent or caring for their own 
parents, or navigating the aging process and 
planning for retirement, workers carry many 
responsibilities and identities beyond their job 
title. A lifespan approach to examining workforce 
realities and policies across sectors and industries 
helps identify common issues and worker needs 
through every stage of life and combination 

of family structure. This holistic approach helps us see trends and 
opportunities to support and retain workers across industries, from 
entry-level jobs through retirement. 

Additionally, the family impact lens offers insight into the reciprocal 
nature of worker relationships—recognizing that workplace conditions 
affect not only individual employees but also the well-being, stability, 
and functioning of families and communities. In turn, family dynamics 
and caregiving responsibilities shape each worker’s ability to take 
part—and remain—in the workforce. If we want Kansans to thrive in the 
workforce, we must broaden our understanding of worker needs in this 
way and shift our efforts to strengthen both economic outcomes and 
family well-being. To this end, the Kansas Family Impact Seminar posed 
the question, “If our system of employment worked the way today’s 
families need it to, what would be different?”

Key Insights from the Seminar

Summer 2026

Lectures, panels, sensemaking activites, and small group discussions 
at the seminar highlighted the complex needs of family-friendly 
workplaces, revealing the following themes. 

Policies Have Ripple Effects: Workforce policy, practices, and 
legislation shape more than just individual jobs—they impact family 
trajectories over the lifespan and across generations. Worker conditions 
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The Workforce and Family Caregiving Responsibilities

•	 The number of Americans caring for an adult or child with 
medical needs or disabilities has increased by 45% since 
2015. This equates to 24% of U.S. adults.

•	 In the first half of 2025, 400k women left the U.S. workforce. 
Child care was cited as a top reason for many.

•	 70% of working caregivers suffer work-related difficulties 
due to their dual roles. Workers providing unpaid family 
care are more likely to reduce work hours, leave positions, 
or delay career advancement due to caregiving demands.

•	 Americans in their 40s are the most likely to be sandwiched 
between their children and an aging parent. More than half 
in this age group (54%) have a living parent aged 65 or 
older and are either raising a child younger than 18 or have 
an adult child they helped financially in the past year. 

“I couldn’t quit or change jobs because we needed the money 
and also because I was carrying the family’s health insurance 
and retirement benefits. I felt like I was drowning and also felt 
chronically guilty - guilty that I wasn’t doing enough for my 
son, my mom, my work. It was an awful time.”

~2026 Kansas survey participant*
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like access to paid leave, affordable child care, 
flexible scheduling, livable wages, and health 
benefits all influence whether workers maintain 
employment, advance professionally, and meet 
caregiving and other family responsibilities without 
sacrificing their own well-being.
 
When workers experience chronic stress, 
burnout, financial strain, or instability, the 
effects often extend beyond the individual to 
shape family relationships, caregiving capacity, 
and children’s developmental environments. 
Over time, these conditions can contribute 
to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), 
reduce opportunities for positive childhood 
experiences (PCEs), and influence long-term 
outcomes related to physical and mental health, 
educational attainment, economic mobility, and 
future workforce participation across generations. 
Each employment policy and practice also has 
ripple effects on communities when they lead 
to concerns like industry shortages, reduced 
productivity, or turnover.

Workforce participation, 
caregiving, and family  
well-being shape one  
another across the life  
course with effects that 
build—not reset—over time.

expectations continue to change, employers who regularly examine 
their policies and practices become better positioned to remain 
competitive while fostering more family-friendly workplaces.

Access to Care is Critical: Nearly all workers today will give and 
receive care of some sort during their employment. When families 
can’t access or afford care during work hours, worker attendance and 
productivity are negatively impacted. However, caregiving—and the 
care economy, including child care, elder care, and care for individuals 
with disabilities—is often treated as a private family responsibility rather 
than an economic necessity. Recognizing caregiving as essential 
infrastructure reframes care as a shared societal investment that 
supports workforce participation, child development, healthy aging, and 
the long-term economic stability of Kansas families.

Families Living in Rural Kansas Experience Unique Challenges: 
Limited access to child care, longer commuting distances, fewer 
employment options, unreliable transportation, and shortages of health 
and family support services can make it difficult for parents living 
in rural Kansas to obtain and maintain stable employment. When a 

Employee Support Matters: Because worker 
experiences inevitably affect the well-being of 
families and community health, employers must 
understand how their mix of support programs, 
workplace practices, and benefit offerings meet 
the realities of today’s workforce. Examining 
employee uptake of programs such as paid 
leave, flexible scheduling, child care assistance, 
professional development, and wellness initiatives 
can help employers identify gaps between 
available supports and the evolving needs of 
workers and families. As workforce needs and 
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Families are resilient, but 
they should be resilient 
because of our policies, not 
in spite of them.” 
Dr. Carol Johnston, Kansas State University

Ashley’s Story

In 2023, I left a fairly flexible job to increase my annual 

pay by $40k. At the time, I had a 2.5 and 1 year old. 

About a year and a half into the new gig I made the 

tough decision to leave. I loved the job, and the pay was 

fantastic, but I was commuting 1.5 hours, one way, 4-5 

days a week while raising littles. Daycare hours weren’t 

flexible enough to meet our needs, and I constantly felt 

like I was being pulled in two different directions. 

This meant I didn’t do either (job or parenting) well. 

As an ambitious woman, it felt like giving up when I 

decided to leave. It felt like I couldn’t actually ‘have it 

all’ like society tells me I can. That if I wanted a career 

and I wanted a family, I would have to find a better fit or 

be okay with doing everything not as well as I’d like. As 

a female, there was also a quiet voice somewhere in 

my head telling me a good mom puts her children first, 

and my career aspirations were hurting them when I’m 

as stressed as I was about child care. It also started to 

really take a toll on my marriage. 

Now, I work a 9-month position with flexible hours, 

holidays and summers off, and I still really love my job. 

I took a really large paycut to be home with my kids 

as often as I am, but luckily my husband’s income is 

enough that I could do that. It’s still very interesting to 

me though that there weren’t any “shoulds” in our minds 

telling us my husband should be the one to make a 

job switch. His earning potential is higher and there’s 

nothing in society telling me he’s a bad dad when he 

works hard to pursue his career...especially when he 

has a wife that can pick up the pieces to make sure child 

care is taken care of. 

Even in a loving marriage with two people doing their 

best to share mutual responsibility of raising the children 

and pursue careers they are passionate about, there are 

other forces making that really hard to do.

~2026 Kansas survey participant*
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medical or care provider closes, a vehicle breaks 
down, or a family member requires assistance, there 
may be few resources nearby. Strengthening rural 
economic participation therefore requires strategies 
that address the interconnected needs of families, 
including child care availability, transportation, health 
services, flexible workplace practices, and access 
to community supports that help parents balance 
caregiving responsibilities while remaining engaged in 
the workforce.

Current Economic and Workforce Policies Do 
Not Reflect Today’s Worker and Family Needs: 
Family structures and needs have evolved over time 
while many workforce policies and practices remain 
untouched. For example, trends toward more dual-
income families result in increased demand for child 
care while at the same time, families are experiencing 
greater financial pressure from rising costs of living. 
Yet, many workplaces continue to operate under the 
assumption that workers have consistent access to 
care, predictable schedules, and sufficient income 
to absorb disruptions. The reality is that competing 
demands often force workers to make difficult choices 
between caregiving responsibilities, financial stability, 
and career advancement. Aligning workforce policies 
with the realities of modern family life is essential to a 
stable, resilient, and competitive workforce.

Conversations Must Continue: Data analysis 
and transparency are critical to understanding and 
responding to the needs of today’s working families. 
Community conversations, like those taking place 
through this Family Impact Seminar, help us all re-
design policies and customize practices to better meet 
the needs of today’s workers and families.

*Stories collected as part of the 2026 Kansas Family Impact Seminar: 
Workforce Policy Across the Lifespan family survey.



What’s Next?

Events are being planned for Fall 2026 now. We are 
looking for legislators, policy administrators, and community 
leaders to join an advisory committee focused on continued 
implementation of the Family Impact Lens in Kansas. For 
information, contact:

Dr. Jessie Piper
jessie.piper@washburn.edu
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Taking Action

Family Impact Seminar participants identified several 
actions that would help families balance work and 
caregiving responsibilties.

Economic Policy 
•	 Support policies that recognize the care economy 

and strengthen our direct-care workforce, including 
increased wages and reimbursement rates for care, 
student loan forgiveness programs, expansion of 
care subsidy programs, and career advancement 
pathways/incentives.

•	 Explore opportunities for additional payers to help 
cover the costs of care, including public benefit 
programs and private insurance.

•	 Evaluate and update worker wages to keep up with 
the rising cost of living.

•	 Expand paid family and medical leave programs 
and other financial supports, such as tax credits for 
family caregivers.

Workplace Policies
•	 Complete the Family-Friendly Workplace survey 

to evaluate your workplace and learn ways to 
improve the family-friendliness of your policies and 
practices.

•	 Maximize uptake of tax incentives for building 
family-friendly workplaces.

•	 Meet with your Employee Assistance Program 
vendor to better understand and communicate 
available supports and resources. 

•	 Educate employees on the range of available 
benefits you provide to support employees (paid 
time off, flexible savings accounts, resource 
navigation, telehealth, etc.). 

•	 Normalize family-friendly workplaces as a standard 
expectation rather than an employee perk.

Workforce Pipeline and Career Advancement
•	 Invest in programs like apprenticeships, earn-and-learn 

models, re-skilling, and re-entry paths to support career 
development. 

•	 Implement mentorship opportunities between new and 
experienced workers.

•	 Develop and normalize career lattices that promote 
workforce mobility across target populations (e.g., early 
childhood through aging) by emphasizing transferable skills 
and cross-sector competencies in education, training, and 
professional development.

Data and Awareness Building
•	 Review data systems to ensure caregiving data across the 

lifespan is included in labor force statistics.
•	 Support policies that incentivize employers to report on the 

care needs of their workforce.
•	 Develop new—or leverage existing—public awareness 

campaigns on family-friendly workplaces and care needs.
•	 Develop cross-sector coalitions in communities to support 

the local workforce more holistically.
•	 Evaluate policy language to ensure it represents needs 

across the lifespan (e.g., change the term “paid parental 
leave” to “paid family leave”).

Ways to Create More Supportive 
Futures for Working Families


